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Abstract: In general, cell culture-based assays, investigations of cell number, viability, and 

metabolic activities during culture periods, are commonly performed to study the cellular 

responses under various culture conditions explored. Quantification of cell numbers can 

provide the information of cell proliferation. Cell viability study can understand the 

percentage of cell death under a specific tested substance. Monitoring of the metabolic 

activities is an important index for the study of cell physiology. Based on the development of 

microfluidic technology, microfluidic systems incorporated with impedance measurement 

technique, have been reported as a new analytical approach for cell culture-based assays. 

The aim of this article is to review recent developments on the impedance detection of 

cellular responses in micro/nano environment. These techniques provide an effective and 

efficient technique for cell culture-based assays. 
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1. Introduction 

Cell culture, which cultures cells as a monolayer on a surface of a cell culture vessel (e.g., Petri dish 

or multi-well microplate) is widely used in life science research for the investigation of cellular 

behavior. It has the advantage of simplicity in terms of operations and observations. In general cell 

culture-based assays, monitoring of cell number, viability, and metabolic activity are commonly 

performed to provide information of cellular responses under a specific culture condition studied. 

Conventionally, counting cells microscopically, quantifying indicative cellular components (e.g., DNA), 

live/dead fluorescent dye staining, and analysis of indicative metabolites synthesized by the cultured 
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cells are adopted. These analytical methods have become standard protocols for the cell culture-based 

assays. However, these approaches are normally labor-intensive and time-consuming, limiting the 

throughput of the cell culture-based assay works like drug screening or toxin testing. In addition, 

analysis of the indicative cellular components and fluorescent dye staining normally need to sacrifice the 

cultured cells and thus hamper the observation of the subsequent cellular responses. Therefore, 

alternative analytical methods are crucial in need for achieving both effective and efficient detections. 

In the past decade, microfluidic system, also called “lab-on-chip (LOC)”, “bio-chip”, or 

“micro-total-analysis-system (TAS)”, has attracted attention because of its capability of combining 

engineering and life science [1–3]. Therefore, it is often interpreted as a miniaturized and automatic 

version of a conventional laboratory. Due to their miniaturization and automation, there are a number of 

advantages of using microfluidic systems, such as less sample/reagent consumption, reduced risk of 

contamination, less cost per analysis, lower power consumption, enhanced sensitivity and specificity, 

and higher reliability. Microfluidic systems have been developed for various biological analytical 

applications, such as DNA analysis [4–8], immunoassay [9–13], and cell analysis [14–18]. Moreover, a 

number of demonstrations showed that cell culture can be performed on the microfluidic systems to 

achieve higher throughput and more reliable results [19,20]. For example, a microfluidic device for 

culturing cells inside an array of microchambers with continuous perfusion of medium was reported to 

provide a cost-effective and automated cell culture [21]. Each circular microchamber was 40 m in height 

and surrounded by multiple narrow perfusion channels of 2 m in height. The high aspect ratio between 

the microchamber and the perfusion channels offered a stable and homogenous microenvironment for 

cell growth. Human carcinoma (HeLa) cells were cultured in 10  10 microfluidic cell culture array and 

able to grow to confluency after eight days. Moreover, a fully automated cell culture screening system 

was developed and demonstrated on maintaining cell viability for weeks [22]. Individual culture 

conditions in 96 independent culture chambers can be customized in terms of cell seeding density, 

composition of culture medium, and feeding schedule. Each chamber was imaged with time-lapse 

microscopy to perform quantitative measurements of the influence of transient stimulation schedules on 

cellular activities. In these excellent demonstrations, optical imaging was utilized to quantify cellular 

activities. However, this measurement technique is time-consuming and may induce large tolerance. 

Alternatively, impedance measurement was proposed to be one of the promising techniques to quantify 

cellular responses during culture on the microfluidic systems. The detection results are represented by 

electrical signals, which can easily interface with miniaturized devices. Typically, a pair of electrodes as 

an electrical transducer is utilized to measure the impedance change caused by the existence of the 

biological substances. Literature has demonstrated the use of the similar principle for the detection of 

various biological substances such as enzymes [23], antibodies and antigens [10,24–26], DNA [27,28], 

and cells [17,29–33]. This technique provides a non-invasive and label-free measurement, and is found 

practically useful for the detection of substances in miniaturized analytical devices like microfluidic systems. 

The aim of this article is to review recent developments on the impedance detection of cellular 

responses in micro/nano environment. Cell number and cell viability are the important characteristics 

during cell culture, and can be monitored by various impedance measurement techniques. Moreover, 

as a microfluidic system is an integrated system for multi-purposes, monitoring of metabolic activities 

of cells with cell stimulation is also significant for cell culture-based studies. Literature review and 

in-depth discussion of the impedance measurement will be presented. Microfluidic systems 
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incorporated with impedance measurement technique provide an effective and efficient technique for 

cell culture-based assays. 

2. Electrical Equivalent Circuit 

Generally, an electrical equivalent circuit is used to curve fit the experimental data for the explanation 

of the characteristics of the impedance detection system. A number of electrical equivalent circuits 

were proposed to describe the cellular detection [34]. In order to have an easier understanding, a 

simplified electrical equivalent circuit and its impedance spectrum were reported and are shown in 

Figure 1 [31]. It is generally suggested that two identical double layer capacitances at each electrode 

(Cdl) are connected to the medium resistance (Rsol) in series, and the dielectric capacitance of the medium 

(Cdi) is introduced in parallel with these series elements. In the equivalent circuit, there are two parallel 

branches, which are Cdi and Cdl + Rsol + Cdl. The impedance of each branch could be expressed with the 

following equations: 
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Figure 1. (a) Electrical equivalent circuit of impedance measurement system with 

interdigitated electrode. (b) Typical impedance spectrum. Cdl is the double layer capacitance at 

each electrode. Rsol is the resistance of the medium. Cdi is the dielectric capacitance of the 

medium. (Copyright 2004. Reprinted from [22] with permission from Elsevier). 

 



Micromachines 2014, 5 4 

 

 

At a frequency below 1 MHz, the Cdi is inactive and is modeled as an open circuit. Current could not 

pass through the branch of dielectric capacitance and the total impedance is expressed as Z1. Both Cdl and 

Rsol are included in this frequency region, and they dominate at different frequencies, as shown in the 

impedance spectrum. At a low frequency range, the spectrum shows capacitive characteristics, which is 

contributed by the Cdl. The impedance decreases with increasing frequencies. Up to a certain frequency 

(depending on the electrode dimensions, and the conductivity and permittivity of the medium), the Cdl 

offer no impedance. The total impedance is contributed by the Rsol and is frequency-independent 

(resistive characteristics). When cells are present in the system, the presence of the electrically insulated 

cell membranes influences the Cdl as biological cells are very poor conductors at frequencies below  

10 kHz [32]. The conductivity of the cell membrane is around 10
−7

 S/m, whereas the conductivity of the 

interior of a cell can be as high as 1 S/m [35]. Therefore, cell proliferation can be estimated by the total 

impedance at low frequency region. 

3. Monitoring of Cell Number 

3.1. Detection of Cells Adhered on the Electrode Surface 

If cells adhere and proliferate on the surface of the measurement electrodes, the electrode surface area 

is effectively reduced and the total impedance across the electrodes is, hence, increased for the detection 

of the presence of cells. Most of the impedance biosensors are based on this principle. A pioneer work of 

cellular monitoring with an applied electric field was reported in 1984 [36]. Later, impedance 

measurement of cell concentration, growth, and the physiological state of cells was demonstrated [32]. 

An interdigitated electrode was utilized to demonstrate on-line and real-time cellular monitoring. 

Long-term cellular behavior was clearly shown by the impedance change of the electrodes. This 

detection principle was also applied to detect Salmonella typhimurium in mike samples [31]. An 

interdigitated microelectrode was utilized as impedance sensors to measure the bacterial growth curve at 

four frequencies (10 Hz, 100 Hz, 1 kHz, and 10 kHz). Illustration of the experimental setup is shown in 

Figure 2. The most significant change in impedance was observed at 10 Hz. The biosensor can detect the 

bacterial concentration of 10
5
–10

6
 CFU/mL. Moreover, in order to detect cells specifically, antibodies 

are utilized to capture cells and provide selectivity to the sensor. Microelectrode array biosensors, with 

surface functionalization, were reported for the detection of Escherichia coli O157:H7 [37] and 

Legionella pneumophila [17]. The sensor surface was functionalized for bacterial detection using 

immobilized antibodies to create a biological sensing surface. The bacteria suspended in liquid samples 

were captured on the sensor surface and the impedance change was measured over a frequency range of 

100 Hz–10 MHz. The sensors were able to determinate cellular concentrations of 10
4
–10

7
 CFU/mL and 

10
5
–10

8
 CFU/mL, respectively. Another approach was to use magnetic nanoparticle-antibody 

conjugates (MNAC) to capture the specific cells. A microfluidic flow cell with embedded gold 

interdigitated array microelectrode was developed for rapid detection of Escherichia coli O157:H7 in 

ground beef samples [38]. MNAC were used to separate and concentrate the target bacteria from the 

samples. The cells of E. coli O157:H7 inoculated in a food sample were first captured by the MNAC, 

separated and concentrated by applying a magnetic field, washed and suspended in solution, injected 

through the microfluidic flow cell, and attracted by magnetic field on the active layer for impedance 
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measurement. This impedance biosensor was able to detect as low as 1.6 × 10
2
 and 1.2 × 10

3
 cells of  

E. coli O157:H7 cells present in pure culture and ground beef samples, respectively. 

Figure 2. Experimental setup of the impedance measurement with the interdigitated 

electrodes for the detection of cells. (Copyright 2004. Reprinted from [22] with permission 

from Elsevier). 

 

3.2. Detection of Suspended Cells 

When cells suspend in the liquid buffer, impedance measurement can also be used to determine cell 

number in the buffer. However, the impedance spectroscopic responses are very dependent on the 

conductivity of the buffer used in the systems. The detection of Salmonella cell suspensions was 

demonstrated in deionzed (DI) water and phosphate buffered saline (PBS), respectively [39]. It showed 

that bacterial cell suspensions in DI water with different concentrations can result in different electrical 

impedance spectral responses; conversely, cell suspensions in PBS cannot. The impedance spectra are 

shown in Figure 3. It was reported that the impedance of the cell suspensions in DI water decreased with 

the increasing cell concentration. It was suggested that the cell wall charges and the release of ions or 

other osmolytes from the cells caused the proportional impedance change. 

Figure 3. Impedance spectra of Salmonella suspensions in (A) DI water and (B) PBS with 

the cell concentrations in the range of 10
4
 to 10

9
 cfu/mL, along with water and PBS as 

controls. Frequency range: 1 Hz–100 kHz. Amplitude: ±50 mV. (Copyright 2008. Reprinted 

from [27] with permission from Elsevier). 
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4. Monitoring of Cellular Viability 

Cell death leads to the release of cells from the surface of the measurement electrode. That induces 

the decrease of the impedance measured across the electrodes. Real-time evaluation of targeted tumor 

cells treated with a combination of targeted toxin and particular plant glycosides was demonstrated [40]. 

HeLa cells were seeded onto interdigitated electrode and treated with targeted toxin. The impedance was 

directly correlated with the cell viability and able to trace the temporal changes of cell death during 

treatment. The above demonstration utilized a two-electrode system (i.e., interdigitated electrode) for 

the measurement. A three-electrode system was also demonstrated for the monitoring of cell growth 

with the treatment of potentially cytotoxic agents [41]. It has the advantage of better reproducibility than 

traditional two-electrode impedance measurement. The cell chip consisted of an eight-well cell culture 

chamber incorporated with a three-electrode system on each well, as shown in Figure 4. Human 

hepatocellular carcinoma cells (HepG2) were cultured in the chamber and toxic effects on the HepG2 

cells was monitored. The impedance was decreased after treatments with several toxicants, such as 

tamoxifen and menadione, indicating the detachment of dead cells. Moreover, a 10  10 micro-electrode 

array was used to monitor the culture behavior of mammalian cancer cells and evaluate the 

chemosensitivity of anti-cancer drugs using impedance spectroscopy [42]. Human oesophageal cancer 

cells were cultured on the surface of the electrodes and then treated with anti-cancer drug. Morphology 

changes during cells adhesion, spreading, proliferation, and chemosensitivity effects on cells can be 

monitored by impedimetric analysis in a real-time and non-invasive way. Recently, commercial cell 

analyzers are available to monitor the cellular responses. Although they are not designed for 

microfluidic environment, but impedance measurement shows a promising tool for cellular analyses. 

Real-time detection of cell death in a neuronal cell line of immortalized hippocampal neurons (HT-22 

cells), neuronal progenitor cells (NPC), and differentiated primary cortical neurons was demonstrated 

using the system [43]. Schematic overview of the measurement principle is shown in Figure 5. These 

excellent demonstrations showed that impedance measurement is a convenient and reliable technique 

for real-time monitoring of cellular responses. 

Figure 4. (A) Configuration of the microfabricated cell chip: RE, reference electrode; WE, 

working electrode; CE, counter electrode. (B) Fabricated cell chip. (Copyright 2005. 

Reprinted from [29] with permission from Elsevier). 
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Figure 5. Schematic overview of the measurement principle of cellular impedance. (A) Each 

well of the culture dish features a bottom with embedded gold-electrodes. The electrode 

array has a minimal distance of 30 μm between the electrodes. The right picture shows an 

upright view of the electrode array. (B) Cells were seeded on top of the electrode-covered 

surface of the culture dish. After attaching to the bottom of the well, the cells partially 

insulate the electrodes, causing a rise in impedance. With an increasing cell density, the cells 

have a greater overall insulating capacity, showing in a further increase in impedance. 

Inflicting cellular damage and cell death causes changes in membrane morphology, cellular 

shrinkage, and detachment, resulting in a decrease of the cellular impedance. (Copyright 

2012. Reprinted from [31] with permission from Elsevier). 

 

5. Monitoring of the Metabolic Activity of Cells 

Monitoring of the metabolic activity during cell culture is very important for the study of cell 

physiology. A microfluidic chamber was reported to enable the real-time measurement of extracellular 

lactate of single heart cell under simultaneous electrical stimulation [44]. This device is comprised of 

one pair of pacing microelectrodes, used for field-stimulation of the cell, and three other microelectrodes 

configured as an electrochemical lactate micro-biosensor. Single heart cell was stimulated at 

pre-determined rates and its metabolic conditions were explored under the "working" situation. 

Moreover, monitoring of cell medium by comparing the rates of glucose and oxygen before and after 

contact with cells was demonstrated [45]. Two arrays of glucose and oxygen electrochemical sensors 

were fabricated at the inlet and outlet microchannels of the microfluidic cell culture chip, as shown in 

Figure 6. Real-time monitoring of glucose and oxygen was shown and the chip was utilized to the study 

of transient effluxes of these species during cell culture. 
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Figure 6. (a) Cross-section and (b) general schematic view of the developed biochip 

composed of two arrays of glucose and oxygen electrochemical microsensors integrated at 

the inlet and outlet microchannels of a PDMS microfluidic chamber. (Copyright 2008. 

Reprinted from [33] with permission from Elsevier). 

 

6. Cell Monitoring from 2D to 3D Cell Culture Format 

Impedimetric cell monitoring in 2D cell culture format in microfluidic systems has been discussed 

and showed an effective and efficient technique for cell culture-based assays. 2D cell culture is widely 

adopted because of its simplicity in terms of operations and observations of cellular behavior. More 

recently, 3D culture format was proposed to provide a better approximation of the in vivo conditions in 

some cases [46,47]. Three-dimensional cell culture is that cells are encapsulated in a 3D polymeric 

scaffold material and can mimic the native cellular microenvironment since animal cells inhabit 

environments with very 3D features [46]. Thus, that might provide a more physiologically meaningful 

culture condition for cell-based assays. However, since cells are encapsulated in the scaffold, direct 

observation of cellular behavior cannot be practically performed. Destructive methods, such as detection 

of indicative cellular components and fluorescent dye staining are commonly used for the cell analysis. 

Alternatively, impedance measurement technique was reported to provide a real-time and non-invasive 

way to monitor cellular response in the 3D scaffold [33]. A microfluidic chip integrated with a pair of 

vertical electrodes in the 3D culture chamber was developed for quantifying cell number in the 3D 

scaffold. The impedance change was directly proportional to the cell number from 10
3
 to 10

7
 cells/mL in 

the 3D scaffold. This demonstration showed that the impedance measurement can be extended to 
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monitor cellular responses from 2D to 3D cell culture format. It is expected that more demonstrations for 

real-time and non-invasive cellular monitoring will be reported. 

7. Conclusions 

With the rapid development of impedance measurement technique, commercial cell analyzers have 

been launched recently to provide convenient and reliable equipment for life science research and 

pharmaceutical development. In this article, impedance detection of cellular response in micro/nano 

environment has been discussed. The microfluidic systems incorporated with impedance measurement 

technique provide non-invasive and label-free monitoring of cellular responses in 2D and 3D culture 

format. More importantly, these systems are miniaturized and automatic. A sterile and homogenous 

microenvironment for cell culture can be created for precise monitoring. It is believed that more cell 

culture-based assays will be reported using the microfluidic cell culture systems. 
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